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Abstract 
This paper examines the relationship between political freedom and sustainable development in the 
Vietnam. Sustainable development is becoming a highly influential concept in the development 
debate. Especially in fast developing countries like Vietnam the importance of combining rapid 
growth and expanding production with sustainable considerations. Additionally the importance of 
political freedom of the people is highly influencing the focus and actual implementation of 
sustainable development and how civil society are important actors in this regard. 
To assess the sustainable development in Vietnam and role of political freedom, a comparative 
analysis will be conducted by using the main conclusions from the report “Implementation of 
Sustainable Development in Vietnam”, which is an evaluation of the implementation of sustainable 
development in Vietnam in the past 20 years. To challenge the perceptions of this report data from 
Freedom House, Human Development Index, Environmental Performance Index and other data will 
be included to assess the environmental and political situation in Vietnam.   
This will be done through a short evaluation and discussion of the concept of sustainable 
development followed by an assessment of the changes in social development, environmental 
protection and economic growth, which are the three pillars of sustainable development. To 
evaluate the role of political freedom Amartya Sen’s theory of development as freedom will be the 
main theoretical component in the analysis and the role of civil society will be included as well. The 
concept of the developmental state will be used to explain the interests and actions of the 
Vietnamese state. 
Furthermore the role of political freedom and involvement of civil society in ensuring sustainable 
development internationally will be discussed. 
The conclusion of the paper is that Vietnam has had great success in some areas and is perceived to 
be a developmental miracle. For Vietnam to maintain their growth and development they need to 
change their focus and work towards more sustainable development. To accomplish this the 
Vietnamese state need to understand the importance of civil society and political freedom, since 
these two aspects are main elements. Sustainable development is very important for the Vietnamese 
government in the sense that a decreasing economic growth will challenge their legitimacy and with 
increase sustainable growth and better conditions for the population, this could be another way for 
the Vietnamese government to maintain legitimacy.   
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1. Problem Area 
In the past decades sustainable development has been enjoying increased attention, and from 
observing the number of conferences and agreements involving this concept it only seems to gain 
more ground and become a major part of every country’s policies. Vietnam has through the model 
of the Asian Developmental State experienced great economic growth, even when other East Asian 
countries suffered under the economic crisis and is often said to be one of the greatest 
developmental successes (The World Bank, n.d.). The poverty reduction has been extremely 
successful and in the past 20 years the poverty headcount has gone from 60% to around 20% (The 
World Bank, 24.01.2013). Increased foreign investment has furthermore increased the country’s 
competitiveness and Vietnam is one of the leading exporters of rice and coffee in the world 
(Vietnam Trade Promotion Agency, 2013).  
At the same time Vietnam is an authoritarian regime with very limited freedom for its people and 
only one party: the Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV) (Freedom House, 2012). The CPV is 
continuously emphasizing the importance of sustainable development and its top priority in all 
policies and initiatives made (Ministry of Planning and Investment, 2012: Foreword). When 
looking at environmental reports on air and water pollution, use of pesticides in agriculture and 
climate change, the development does not look sustainable. There is a gap between the 
implementation of these environmentally protective policies and a lack of consequences for the 
companies polluting more than is legally allowed. This questions whether the policies initiated and 
the implementation process is actually happening in the most efficient way and if the Vietnamese 
government’s first priority really is sustainable development or if it is economic growth, as their 
status as developmental state would argue. 
The Vietnamese government’s positive perception of sustainable development in Vietnam can be 
seen in the report “Implementation of sustainable development”. Here the CPV argues that several 
initiatives and actions are being taken to ensure sustainable development in the future and claims 
that this is one of their guiding principles. The report presents positive development in Vietnam and 
a government doing their best to involve the population, grass root organizations and the local 
communities in the decisions being made and giving everyone ownership of the changes and 
policies being implemented (Ministry of Planning and Investment, 2012: 13). Other reports coming 
from independent development agencies show a quite different reality and growing degradation of 
the environmental in Vietnam.  
There is no doubt that the Vietnamese government has managed to ensure development in some 
areas, which has meant economic growth, people being lifted out of poverty and a much more 
competitive economy on the world market. At the same time there is next to no freedom when it 
comes to the use of internet and all press in Vietnam is controlled by the government. This of 
course creates some limitations when it comes to freedom of expression and the opportunities for 
creating debates and for questioning the practices and decisions of the policy-makers. Since this is a 
crucial element of ensuring sustainable development, the question is if the development in Vietnam 
is sustainable.   
One of the freedoms the economist Amartya Sen defines as elementary for development is political 
freedom and since this is also a part of guaranteeing sustainable development there seems to be a 
missing link in the case of Vietnam.  
These considerations have lead to the following problem definition: 
 
How can a lack of political freedom affect the sustainable development in Vietnam? 
 
1.1 Operationalization  
The aim of this paper is therefore to look into different discussions regarding the concept of 
sustainable development and the three pillars of sustainable development, which are the economic, 
social and environmental perspectives. By involving the main points from the report 
“Implementation of Sustainable Development in Vietnam”, the effort for implementing sustainable 
development in Vietnam will be assessed from the perspective of CPV and this will be compared 
with research done on the current state of several environmental areas, including water and air 
pollution, agriculture and aquaculture in Vietnam. To identify the role of freedom and the area of 
politics Amartya Sen’s theory of Development as Freedom, the concept of Civil Society and 
political freedom will be included. Lastly the importance of political development in the quest for 
sustainable development internationally will be discussed.   
 
 
 2. Delimitations of the project 
First of all the reports being published by the Vietnamese government needs to be very critically 
reviewed since they are very influenced by the values and interests of the government of Vietnam, 
since they have approved all the empirical data coming from the country, and therefore all the 
material and data coming from Vietnam cannot be seen as completely objective in any way. This 
creates several problems in regard to the validity of the numbers and the fact that they might try to 
give a different picture than what is actually the reality, because this is in their interest.  
It could be interesting to look into the interests, which Vietnam has in positioning themselves in a 
certain way in relation to the international community. The Vietnamese government is very good at 
positioning themselves in order to get additional financial support from international development 
agencies. This paper will not be looking into the financial interests of the Vietnamese state in 
relation to attracting more foreign aid.  
Furthermore this paper will not be examining the specific political processes on local level and how 
the communities are being involved in decision-making. This paper is only concerned with the 
general developments of Vietnam and the policies and actions of the state on a national level.  
 3. Methods 
3.1 Methodological framework 
To ensure the coherence and focus throughout this project it is necessary to define the 
epistemological and the ontological standpoints.  
The epistemological position of this study is interpretivism, since the aim is to understand the 
actions of the Vietnamese government. This means that it is necessary to understand how they 
perceive the world in which they are acting. This means that every action of every individual and 
institution is defined by what kind of world they experience as the reality (Bryman, 2012: 30). To 
understand the cause and effect of different actions it is necessary to examine the relationships 
between different actors (Bryman, 2012: 29) For the ontological position this project is based on the 
constructivist perspective. That is that the actors themselves are part of constructing what they 
perceive as reality (Bryman, 2012: 33). This means the actors play an important part in constructing 
and forming their realities. It is constantly being constructed and reconstructed by the actions and 
choices of the actors. The world is being constructed through talking, writing and arguing it 
(Bryman, 2012: 34).  
3.2 Selection of theory 
To examine the problem definition two main concepts have been selected, sustainable development 
and Development as Freedom. These are not simple concepts, but both much more of two 
interacting conceptual frameworks.  
Since this paper is dealing with sustainable development in Vietnam it is crucial to define and 
discuss the concept of sustainable development. To do this several reports published by the UN 
such as the outcome from the Earth Summits in 1992 and 2012 and the report “Our Common 
Future” (1987) has been included. Sustainable development is being used as the framework of the 
analysis, so the structure of the analysis is based on the three pillars of sustainable development. 
These main pillars are the social, economic and environment aspects and it is very important to 
notice that these three are inseparable and should be examined holistically.  
This is also what creates the link to Amartya Sen’s theory of development as freedom and the 
perception that the core element of development should be human beings. Furthermore 
development as freedom emphasizes the importance of political freedom and transparency. Since 
Vietnam is an authoritative regime, with very little political freedom, this paper attempts to identify 
the possible influence the lack of political freedom has on sustainable development.  
 
Civil society is used as a complement to sustainable development and the concept of political 
freedom. It is used to reinforce the importance of citizen participation and public debate. Since 
sustainable development is concerned with ensuring equal opportunities and access to 
environmental resources and well being for future generations, it can easily be argued that 
democratic mechanisms such as public debate, transparency of information and decision-making is 
crucial to ensure proper and sustainable decision being made and civil society as the main arena for 
this.  
 
Lastly to explain the actions and interests of the Vietnamese state the model of the Asian 
Developmental State will be used as an argument and explanation for the policies and action plans 
that have been implemented and furthermore used to discuss the occurring challenges when an 
authoritarian regime tries to combine economic growth with sustainable development and 
environmental protection.   
3.3 Selection of empirical data 
3.3.1 “Implementation of Sustainable Development in Vietnam – National report at the 
United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (RIO+20)” 
This report was published in 2012 as a country report on the sustainable development in Vietnam 
after Rio+20. The main objective of the report is to evaluate the last 20 years of sustainable 
development implementation in Vietnam and the past 10 years where Vietnam has also had the 
Strategic Orientation for Sustainable Development (also know as Agenda 21). The report is split 
into four parts: 1) Overview of 20 years of implementation of sustainable development in Vietnam, 
2) Main achievements and shortcomings, 3) How to work towards a green economy for sustainable 
development and 4) lessons and recommendations from Vietnam. In the foreword written by 
Nguyen Tan Dung, the prime minister of Vietnam, he emphasizes the prioritization of sustainable 
development in Vietnam and the many accomplishments. He mentions water source security, 
climate change and energy security as some of the main challenges for sustainable development in 
Vietnam in the future.  
This report has been chosen because it gives a good overview of how the Party perceives the 
sustainable development in Vietnam. First of all there are many interests hidden behind the 
conclusions in a report like this, and it can hardly be say to be objective (Bryman, 2011: 550). This 
can be used to question the credibility of the report since it only gives one perspective and this is 
exactly why it has been chosen. It makes it possible to compare the perceptions of the Party with 
more independent reports that does not have the same interest in positioning Vietnam in a certain 
way. This way the role of free press, public discussion and political freedom can be included as 
argument for the relatively different conclusions and explanations.  
So this report is specifically interesting to use, since it can be used as an argument for looking into 
the transparency and accountability of the Vietnamese government in regards to their efforts 
sustainable development and freedom for the people.  
 
3.4 Case Study 
This paper conducts a case study since the area of interest is limited to Vietnam and sustainable 
development in this context. This case is interesting in its own right and the context of Vietnam is 
highly affecting the outcome of the analysis (Bryman, 2012: 69). This means that the history and 
policies of Vietnam is very defining for how sustainable development is being implemented and 
used in Vietnam. This is what makes a case study relevant since the context and unique background 
of Vietnam is what makes the current situation of sustainable development interesting to look into.  
 
 4. Theoretical Framework 
4.1 Amartya Sen and Development as Freedom 
Amartya Sen (born 1933) is an Indian economist and philosopher. He has made several 
contributions to the subject of development, inequality and the concept of human development. He 
has been called the ‘conscience’ of his profession (economics), since he has a very social and rights 
based perspective on economics and development.  
He was awarded the Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences in 1998, because of his work in 
the areas “Social Choice, Welfare Distributions, and Poverty” (Nobel Prize, 14.10.1998).  
 One of his most famous contributions to the discussion on economics and development is the book 
“Development as Freedom” from 1999. He has been the creator of several defining concepts such as 
social choice, the capabilities approach, positive and negative freedom and is a main theorist in the 
area of welfare economics (Harvard University, n.d.). He was also a main contributor in the 
development of the Human Development Index (Encyclopedia, 2005).  
4.1.1 Development as Freedom 
Amartya Sen’s book from 1999 presented a different perspective on development and how to 
measure it. His entire argument is build around the idea that “expansion of freedom is viewed as 
both the primary end and the principal means of development” (Sen, 1999: 36). This indicates the 
belief that freedom first of all is extremely important in development since it both has a constitutive 
but also an instrumental role (ibid.).  
The basic idea is that development should primarily be concerned with expanding the freedoms that 
people in a specific country enjoy and at the same time remove the possible unfreedoms restricting 
people (Sen, 1999: 33). The instrumental role of freedom is mainly concerned with how 
opportunities and possibilities available to people contribute to increased human development, 
which also makes this aspect a crucial factor in the process of development.  
 
4.1.2 Five kinds of freedoms 
Sen identifies five different kinds of freedom: 
1) Political freedoms are mainly concerned with having the freedom to express your opinion of 
the government, and criticize and question the behavior and decisions made. Free press and 
freedom of speech and gathering are main elements. It is about the fundamental ideas and 
values of democracy (Sen, 1999: 38). 
2) Economic facilities is concerned with the economic resources available to a person for them 
to consume, produce or exchange. It is important to remember that this is not only 
concerned with the wealth of an entire country, but just as important is the distributive 
mechanisms that ensure equal wealth in the population and increased wealth for the 
individual (Sen, 1999: 39). 
3) Social opportunities are the services provided by the state such as education, health care and 
in general ensuring higher standards of living for the people. Additionally the opportunity 
and ability to participate is stressed, where illiteracy can be see as an example of not being 
able to participate politically because of for example the inability to read the paper and this 
way stay informed (Sen, 1999: 39).  
4) Transparency guarantees are following up on the importance of democratic values, and 
especially having access to information. This is extremely crucial in preventing corruption 
and ensuring policies being implemented has been scrutinized and discussed from several 
differing perspectives to guaranteeing that they are favorable to all (Sen, 1999: 39-40). 
5) Protective security is a mechanism beneficial for the vulnerable groups to safeguard serious 
deprivation. It is the creation of a safety net and institutions providing support, such as 
emergency public employment or famine relief (Sen, 1999: 40).  
Sen argues that all five are equally important but also claims some are more favorable to develop 
first than others. Sen is arguing that the effect of for example economic growth is highly dependent 
on the distributional mechanisms. When one type of freedom is being improved it will make 
improvements in the other areas easier (Sen, 1999: 37). 
 
4.1.3 Measuring development  
The argumentation behind development as freedom is to challenge the idea that political rights and 
non-monetary freedoms are luxuries that are more secondary in the quest for development (Sen, 
1999: 147). Sen is opposed to the paradigm that the repression of these values is necessary for 
advancing economic growth (Sen, 1999: 15). He argues that the importance of money is only what 
they can buy (Sen, 1999: 14). By making freedom the core concept of development Sen argues that 
if freedom is ensured this will influence the other forms of freedom, including increasing the 
economic growth (Sen, 1999: 38). Expanding the freedoms of the individual will automatically lead 
to positive development in other areas, and increased freedom is in itself a main goal of 
development (ibid.).  
 
4.1.4 The role of political freedom in development 
Additionally Sen argues that democracy is one of the main contributors to ensuring that money is 
being spent with the interests of the population in mind. This refers to the empowerment of the 
people through elections (Sen, 1999: 16). There is also the advantage of a free press and a more 
general critical view on the government policies and actions, which will increase the transparency 
and responsibility of the state. This is also one of the main arguments for a free press and an 
involved and well-developed civil society, since these will encourage a critical attitude and public 
debate. Giving the people a voice in matters that influences their lives is an important part of 
development. Even though the population might have the economic means they need, they can still 
experience deprivation in other forms such as not having the freedom to speak up and criticize 
decisions that will prevent them from living the life they wish to live (Sen, 1999: 16). 
Many critics argue that people living in poverty do not care about democracy and furthermore that 
many countries without democracy experience development as well (Sen, 1999: 151). It can be 
difficult to see the need of democracy when looking at many of the Asian developmental states; an 
example is the development in China. They managed incredible economic growth and poverty 
reduction much faster compared to democratic countries at the same stage of development (Sen, 
1999: 149). Where democracy is showing its importance is in times of instabilities or crises. 
Authoritative regimes are much more vulnerable to economic crises, famines and natural disasters 
since the population does not have the same possibility of influencing and replacing a non-
democratic government (Sen, 1999: 151). When there are no elections to facilitate change in 
government, issues can be present for a long time, with no action being taken, since there are no 
mechanisms for the population to put pressure on the government (Sen, 1999: 151). As Sen 
formulates it “This is a part of the “instrumental” role of democracy and political freedoms.” (Sen, 
1999: 151). So democracy is important in times of crises and Sen also argues, that there has never 
been a famine in a democratic country (Sen, 1999: 154). Of course it also depends on how the 
possibilities of democracy is being used, democracy will not automatically prevent any crises, the 
opportunity needs to be actively used (Sen, 1999: 155).  
 
4.1.5 Capabilities approach 
Poverty is a deprivation of capabilities such as illiteracy, undernourishment and premature 
mortality, and not just low income (Sen, 1999: 20). Sen’s argument is based on the fact that an 
individual not lacking any capabilities automatically becomes more productive and efficient, and in 
this way increase their income. It is rarely the other way around (Sen, 1999: 90).       
Sen is still a very strong supporter of the market and for everyone to be able to sell labor freely, to 
who they want for the price they want. This is a part of the universal freedom of enjoying the 
benefits that the market supports and offers (Sen, 1999: 26). Restricting the market is therefore a 
way of restricting the freedom of the people. With a free market and free access to the market, 
people have the choice to decide for themselves where to work, what to work with and what they 
want to buy (Sen, 1999: 27).  
The Human Development Index is a different way of measuring development and emphasizes that 
human beings and their capabilities should be in focus when looking at development (Human 
Development Reports, n.d.). This way of measuring development also exposes possible differences 
between countries that might have the same level of economic development, but still has very 
different levels of human development (UNDP, 2013). This way it is also possible to see the 
differences in policies and the governmental decisions. HDI assesses three basic aspects of human 
development “a long and healthy life, access to knowledge and a decent standard of living.” 
(UNDP, 2013: 1). The first aspect, “A long and healthy life”, is measured through life expectancy at 
birth. Second aspect, “access to knowledge”, is a combination of two factors, which are the average 
of years of schooling for adults aged 25, and how many years a child at school-entering age can be 
expected to be in school. Lastly a “decent standard of living”, is measured by Gross National 
Income (GNI) per capita, where the minimum value is set at 100 US$ (Human Development 
Reports, n.d.).    
 
 
 
 
 
4.2 Civil Society in Vietnam 
Civil society has been subject to increased attention in the past years in the development debate, 
since it is argued to be a main component of democracy, and this has been a great prioritization in 
the development discourse (Ottaway, 2011: 182). It is a mechanism for the people to express 
dissatisfaction with the people in power (Ottaway, 2011: 186).  
Explaining civil society in Vietnam can be complicated, since the state in Vietnam still has great 
control and the NGOs in the country often has close connections to the state. This challenges the 
idea of civil society as being all the organizations between the state and the family, as Hegel has 
defined it (Ottaway, 2011: 183). This means that many NGOs in Vietnam are following the 
direction of the state, or are being careful with being in opposition to the state.  
4.2.1 Political civil society 
Political civil society is different from civil society because it is organizations that seek to change 
current behaviours and “refers to non-violent political, advocacy, labour and religious 
organizations and movements that seek to promote human rights, democratization and religious 
freedom in authoritarian states.” (Thayer, 2009: 1-2). This means they are per definition more 
critical of the current state and more challenging towards the status quo. This often means that the 
state, especially in authoritative regimes, is trying to reduce their influence and power (Thayer, 
2009: 2).   
A strong state often attempts to control the civil society organizations more than if the state was 
weaker, because they pose a bigger challenge for the state to exercise their power (Ottaway, 2011: 
195).  
The participation of the citizens is crucial for ensuring more debate and a more critical view on the 
decisions being made by the government. This is important for ensuring that everyone’s interests 
are being considered and that every individual can have a say in decisions that will affect them 
personally. This is also an advantage in the sense that different people have different knowledge and 
the best possible and most suitable decisions are more likely to be made when different aspects and 
opposing ideas have been considered and discussed. Especially the last part is very valuable when 
trying to ensure more sustainable development.   
 
 
4.4 Developmental State 
The developmental state is by definition an approach to development that puts the state as the main 
actor. The state is driving the economic development and is facilitating the structural changes in the 
national economic system to ensure industrial development in the longer run. 
The developmental state is getting its legitimacy from the success in economic growth and rising 
living standards for the population (Kasahara, 2013:4). So maintaining economic growth is one of 
the highest prioritizations of the state. Therefore the support of the population in a developmental 
state is highly dependent on the state’s ability to contribute to continuous improvement in living 
conditions (ibid.).   
For the Asian Developmental State, there have been many different variations of this model but 
they tend to have to elements in common: “competent bureaucracy and embedded autonomy.” 
(Kasahara, 2013: 5). Furthermore taking into consideration that the state is highly dependent on and 
interested in economic growth, the tendency to trying and control civil society movements and other 
interest groups, that can be “growth-compromising” is normal (Kasahara, 2013: 5). This is often 
happening in a strongly authoritarian way.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. Sustainable Development 
5.1 Introduction 
Sustainable development has been one of the most discussed and debated concepts in the 
development debate through the previous decades. It is playing an important role in the 
development strategies of many countries, since it can both be seen in an environmental, economic 
and social sense. By being such a popular and focused upon concept, there are also many different 
understandings of what it entails to ensure sustainable development. In some instances development 
is argued to be very dependent on the level of freedom and Amartya Sen has very famously defined 
development as freedom.   
Development and sustainability has previous been seen as opposites since sustainability per 
definition have been concerned with preserving and protecting mainly the environment, whereas 
development implicitly is about progress and expanding, making more of what is already here. So 
sustainability has been a concept of the environment whereas development often has been 
associated with the field of economics. It is only in the past decade that the interconnectedness has 
been more and more accepted and the view that development and sustainability is inseparable.  
The main argument today is that the environment is not an isolated aspect that is separated from 
everything else in society. Sustainable development is the belief that when industrial production is 
expanded or children educated this will positively or negatively effect and influence the 
environment. 
 
5.2 The beginning of sustainable development 
The concept of sustainable development is still relatively new and the meaning has changed a lot 
since the idea was introduced in 1972. This was at the United Nations Conference on Human 
Environment in Stockholm, which was a conference that brought together developing and 
industrialized country, with the objective of discussing the relationship between environment and 
nature (United Nations, n.d.). At this point the concept of sustainable development was not used yet, 
but the mutual influence between human actions and changes in the environment started to gain 
attention (United Nations, n.d.). In 1983 the World Commission on Environment and Development 
(WCED) was formed by the UN. They got the task of developing an ‘Agenda for Change’ and the 
report “Our Common Future” also know as the Brundtland report was published in 1987.  This was 
the first time the concept of sustainable development was actually introduced and it was 
acknowledged that the environment cannot be separated from society, politics and culture: “The 
environment is where we all live; and development is what we all do in attempting to improve our 
lot within that abode. The two are inseparable” (United Nations, n.d.).  
This report is also responsible for the most cited and recognized definition of sustainable 
development: “Development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission on Environment and 
Development, 1987: 41). It brings up the concept of intergenerational equity and that long-term 
perspective is needed to ensure sustainable development. This makes the implementation and 
relevance of sustainable development even more urgent.  
 
5.3 Increased influence of sustainability  
The Brundtland report was one of the main reasons for the United Nations Conference on 
Environment and Development (UNCED), also known as the Earth Summit taking place in Rio de 
Janeiro in 1992. This conference was the first time actual agreements and declarations were made in 
the pursuit of sustainable development and legally binding documents marked the increased 
importance and attention the member states gave this issue. Agenda 21 was one of the main outputs 
of this conference and is a non-binding action plan for sustainable development (United Nations 2, 
1992).   
It was also acknowledged that drastic changes were needed in consumption and production patterns 
to properly pursue sustainable development and that a successful outcome were strongly influenced 
by the ability to combine both social, environmental and economic aspects in all initiatives made in 
order to obtain sustainable development (United Nations 1, 1992: 2). Additionally human beings 
should be at the center of development and their needs and demands should be the guiding factors 
for initiatives in sustainable development (United Nations, 1992: 1).  
The elimination of poverty on a global scale was identified as one of the main elements of 
achieving sustainable development (United Nations 1, 1992: 2). Already in the Rio Declaration on 
Environment and Development, which was one of the main outputs from the conference, was there 
a strong emphasis on the involvement of all affected citizens (United Nations 1, 1992: 2). This both 
included that the people should have access to information regarding environment and pollution, so 
through more transparency but also the opportunity to actively participate and influence decision-
making (United Nations 1, 1992: 2). Also the inclusion of minorities and more vulnerable groups, 
such as women, ethnic minorities and the youth was argued as very important to ensure successful 
results (United Nations 1, 1992: 4-5).  
It is obvious that the idea of sustainable development reaches far beyond the borders of 
environmental protection, since it is widely acknowledged that to protect the environment and 
prevent destruction of natural resources, environmental considerations need to be included in every 
other aspect in society, social, political, and economic. 
This also gave rise to the belief that environmental issues by definition were social issue as well.   
It has become widely accepted that sustainable development represents a set of rights, including 
giving a voice to the population in regards to decisions and policies that influence their capability to 
live a valuable and fulfilling life (United Nations 1, 1992: 1) 
 
5.4 Sustainable development today 
Most recently Rio Earth Summit or Rio+20 took place in 2012, again located in Rio de Janeiro. The 
objectives for Rio+20 were “securing renewed political commitment to sustainable development, 
assessing the progress and implementation gaps in meeting already agreed commitments, and 
addressing new and emerging challenges” (United Nations, n.d.).  
Today sustainable development is enjoying still increasing attention and is implemented in policies 
and development plans all over the world.  The concept is if possible becoming more important 
with the rising globalization and interdependency between all countries in the world.  
The world is getting smaller and it is necessary to see the world as one big system, where one little 
change will affect every other area. There is a strong link between economy, environment and 
social well-being. Acting according to the ideas of sustainable development is a way of ensuring 
that the decisions made are benefitting everyone and not just the few, this is also important when it 
comes to opportunities and quality of life for the future generations. Ensuring that decisions are not 
only short-term but also beneficial in the future is a core element of sustainable development.   
Everyone in the world today is part of a bigger system that is being influenced and changed by 
many different actors and infinite actions and decisions being made constantly all over the world. 
Globalization and the following interdependency is showcasing this like never before. It is also a 
change in the understanding of development as living in a sufficient material and financial situation, 
to also including intellectual rights, education, knowledge and the right of free expression. UN has 
also initiated a working group to define Sustainable Development Goals, which was published this 
summer. They came up with 17 different goals covering areas such as poverty, gender equality, 
sustainable consumption patterns to ending hunger, good and free education for all and sustainable 
use of the oceans, forests and general resources, so they have also emphasized a more extensive 
approach to sustainable development.  
5.5 Sustainable development in this project 
In this project the concept of sustainable development has been used to create the framework for the 
analysis, and it is the three elements believed to be part of sustainable development that has decided 
the structure of the analysis. In that sense the concept of sustainable development will not be 
directly used as an argument, since it is the argument that the paper is based on. So sustainable 
development is used as a predefined reality and is a major influence on the direction taken in the 
paper and especially the analysis.  
5.6 Sustainable Development as Freedom 
Having explained what sustainable development is as well as Amartya Sen’s concept of 
Development as Freedom, it is now relevant to examine how the two concepts fit together. Robert 
McDonald explains in an article named “Sustainable development as freedom”, how the concept 
and idea of Amartya Sen’s development as freedom can be combined with the concept of 
sustainable development (McDonald, 2006: 446).  
Money is not a goal in itself; it is the opportunities and the capabilities that money enables, that 
makes money attractive. Not the wealth in itself. It can give freedom from hunger and freedom from 
insecurity. Development is empowering the individual and reinforcing these freedoms, so the 
individuals can be free from these various forms of deprivation.  
Sen’s concept of development as freedom is in accordance with the way that environmentalists 
perceive sustainable development, not as improvement in monetary terms but as an increase in 
living standards and a more valuable life (McDonald, 2006: 446). Sustainable development should 
be concerned with people living valuable, worthy lives today without compromising the possibility 
of future generations to do the same. In the end sustainable development should have people at its 
core, the people living in the present and the people that will live here in the future. The goal is for 
people to live in a world where they are free from hunger and thirst because of degradation of the 
environment and climate changes.  
6 Context 
6.1 The reforms of Doi Moi 
Vietnam has been through an incredible economic development since the renovation policies of Doi 
Moi, which were initiated in 1986 (Nghiep & Quy, 2000: 318). Before the implementation of these 
policies the country was basically economically stagnated and famine was threatening many places 
(Van Arkadie & Mallon, 2004: 66). Inflation was through the roof and foreign investment was non-
existent. Vietnam was falling behind neighboring countries in regards to development and 
economic growth (ibid.). The policies were introduced after the party realized that the centrally 
planned economy was not delivering the wanted results and the living conditions of the population 
were getting decreasing (Van Arkadie & Mallon, 2004: 64). The basic idea of Doi Moi was to 
transform economy from being centrally planned to being market based. The intention was to open 
up the economy and increase international trade and investment. Furthermore an increased role for 
the private sector was also part of the restructuring (Van Arkadie & Mallon, 2004: 68).  
The result was rapidly growing exports, foreign investment and a growth in production on 8,6% 
annually from 1991-1998 (Nghiep & Quy, 2000: 318). The state control decreased and the market 
mechanisms gained influence very quickly.   
The main results of the policies of Doi Moi were a more market-oriented, multi-sectorial economy, 
with a growing private sector and increasing foreign investment and export.  
The Doi Moi policies also increased production and there was a great rise in industrial production. 
This has been good for the economy and also helped bring Vietnam into the category of middle-
income country (The World Bank, 12.4.2013). Another great accomplishment has been the massive 
reduction in people living in extreme poverty. In the past 20 years the poverty headcount has gone 
from 58% to around 10% (The World Bank, 24.01.2013), though because of Vietnam’s status as 
MIC the poverty rate is just about 20% (The World Bank, 12.4.2013). On the other hand, the 
growth in production happened so rapidly that measures and regulations in terms of environmental 
protection and ensuring sustainable urban development were not well enough planned and 
implemented (Delivering as one: 2013: 18). There has been several initiatives and policies in 
regards to protecting the environment in Vietnam and regulating pollution, but these have not had as 
great an effect as might have been desired, this is partly due to weak implementation and 
monitoring processes and systems (ibid.).  
Pollution is a still rising issue in the country and Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City have been ranked as 
two of the worst dust polluted cities in Asia (AsiaLife, 4.3.2014). Water pollution due to industrial 
production is also a fast increasing issue, mainly due to a lack of wastewater treatment systems 
missing in almost all industries, since the enterprises often have no incentive to invest in these, 
since the regulations and fines are so badly enforced, that it is cheaper just to pay the fines. For the 
smaller enterprises it is simply too expensive to invest in these systems and there is not any support 
and larger strategy from government side. Industrial pollution has seriously affected the agricultural 
sector as well. Not only is it a great problem for the quality of food that the water and soil is 
polluted, it also affects the quantity of the production and finally means higher prices since the 
farmers somehow need to compensate for the decreasing production. Furthermore the large use of 
pesticides, chemicals etc. is causing pollution of the soil and decreasing the quality of the food 
produced as well. Furthermore it is also starting to cause health problems, both for the workers in 
the fields but also for the consumers. Skin and lung diseases such as cancer are on the rise many 
places (Viet Nam News, 9.4.2012) 
Even though the great increase in industrial production has meant more investments, more jobs and 
economic growth, the environmental development at the moment is taking a turn for the worse. This 
is having serious consequences now for the health and well-being of the Vietnamese people and for 
the conditions of the environment in the country. Vietnam is at the moment ranked number 136 (out 
of 178) on the Environmental Performance Index (EPI) from 2014 (Environmental Performance 
Index, 2014). In regards to air quality they are ranked even worse as number 170, which makes 
Vietnam one of the countries with the worst air quality in the world (ibid.). It is the same for water 
resources where Vietnam is ranked 140 and it is noted that there has barely been a change in the 
initiatives to improve the wastewater treatments systems for the past 10 years (ibid). The same is 
the case when it comes to agriculture, where Vietnam in regards to agricultural subsidies is ranked 
number 133 (ibid.) 
Another increasing issue is in regards to fishing and shrimp farms. Vietnam is now the 3rd biggest 
provider of shrimps in the world, which of course is a great economic achievement for the country, 
but has devastating effects on the coastal areas and mangrove forests (Environmental Performance 
Index, 2014).  
The use of pesticides in agriculture are increasing and since farmers are often not well enough 
educated to properly handle them, the pesticides become dangerous for the farmers’ health, but also 
affect the quality of the crops. Additionally large amounts of the pesticides stay in the soil and often 
ends up in rivers and other water reserves (Environmental Performance Index, 2014). This has 
several times caused food poisoning.  
Pesticides are also a growing problem in shrimp production, where it is only 17% of pesticides that 
are being absorbed, which means the rest stays in the water or soil (Environmental Performance 
Index, 2014). 
Even though the economic growth in Vietnam has been impressive and the reduction of poverty and 
alienation of hunger have seen great improvements, several issues are starting to surface.  First of 
all many improvements have been made and investments have been made in improving the general 
living standard of the people and ensuring less people living in poverty and less people starving. An 
issue though is the growing inequality and instability as a consequence of this (Delivering as one, 
2013: 12). Because even though there has been an increase in the economic growth and the wealth 
of Vietnam as a country, this wealth is not evenly distributed. There is an increasing gap between 
ethnic minorities and the rest of the population and in certain aspects their living conditions have 
actually worsened. Additionally the inequality between rural and urban areas is growing. 
Furthermore the poverty reduction that has taken place is not completely sustainable, as many of the 
families officially out of poverty are still very vulnerable and in the danger zone of “falling” back 
into poverty (Delivering as one, 2013: 12). Social development such as education, health care, 
gender equality and equity in the Vietnamese society have also experienced basic improvements. 
Vietnam is close to achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) on education by 
ensuring that all children go to primary school. A similar positive development is also noticeable in 
regards to secondary school. In relation to education there is also a high degree of gender equality 
since many girls are attending school as well (Delivering as one, 2013: 13). But is not just enough 
to have the possibility to go to school; it is also what you learn and the system of the school that is 
important. Vietnam is facing serious challenges when it comes to the quality of the actual education 
provided, curricula and the practical facilities provided (ibid.) 
The Human Development Index is another non-monetary way to measure human development in a 
country. Vietnam is currently placed number 121 (out of 187) (Human Development Reports 
Vietnam, 2014). Vietnam has experienced an increase in HDI, even though it has still been low 
compared to other countries in the same group. Furthermore when the HDI is inequality-adjusted in 
decreases with 14% and it is especially in regards to education the inequality can be seen (Human 
Development Report Vietnam, 2013: 4).  It has been almost constant for the past couple of years. 
This is considerable low compared to neighboring countries in the Middle-Income group such as 
Thailand and Malaysia (VietnamNet Bridge, 29.4.2014).  
On the other hand health care has improved, child mortality has decreased and there has also been a 
great improvement in number of maternal deaths (Delivering as one, 2013: 16). 
Gender equality is progressing as well and Vietnam is in the top 5 Asian countries with most 
women in their parliament (Delivering as one: 2013: 14). At the same time domestic violence and 
sexual abuse are both increasing problems and especially violence against women is a becoming a 
critical problem (Delivering as one, 2013: 14). Additionally the sex-ratio-at-birth rate has increased 
from 111,2 boys per 100 girls, to 112,3 boys per 100 girls. It showcases persisting issues regarding 
gender stereotypes and preference of boys over girls (ibid).   
Furthermore corruption is an issue in Vietnam and has not really experienced any improvements for 
the past year. Vietnam is number 119 (out of 175) (Transparency International, 2014). 
 
What can be seen in several reports though is the fact that this economic growth miracle is slowing 
down (VietnamNet Bridge, 29.4.2014). This can prove to be a huge issue for the Vietnamese 
government since the economic growth and following increase in quality of life for the people, has 
been the main point of legitimacy for the state. There are several reasons, but one of the main ones 
and biggest concerns is the fact that the economic growth and development that Vietnam has 
experienced cannot be sustained the same way it was developed. So even though Vietnam managed 
to become a Lower Middle Income Country (LMIC) by using cheap labor and exploitation of 
natural resources, this will not to take Vietnam to the next step of development (VietnamNet 
Bridge, 29.4.2014). It is still balancing between being a MIC and Low Income Country, since 
people are just earning slightly more than 5US$ a day, and the OECD definition of MICs is that an 
individual in the specific country earns between 5-20 US$ a day. This also means that it the country 
is very vulnerable to sudden changes or unexpected events, such as a natural disaster or financial 
instabilities for Vietnam to be back in the Low Income category. The Party needs to implement new 
reforms, new strategies and invest differently if they want to go from being a developing country, 
which competitiveness consists of cheap labor and big, intensive production to being more 
sustainable and using human capacity to bring the development forward in the future (Delivering as 
one, 2013: 11). Some argue that Vietnam became a MIC because of natural reserves and other 
advantages in resources and geographical circumstances (VietnamNet Brigde, 29.4.2014).  
7 Analysis 
In the previous chapter a short introduction was given to the evolution of sustainable development 
in Vietnam since the implementation of Doi Moi and how the focus on sustainable development has 
influenced the economic, social, and environmental development. 
The analysis will use the knowledge from the previous chapter to make a comparative analysis by 
including reports conducted by the Vietnamese government on the implementation of sustainable 
development. The concept of sustainable development will be the framework of the analysis in 
which, the theories on Development as freedom, democracy and CSOs will be used to critically 
assess whether the Vietnamese government is actually ensuring sustainable development and if so 
evaluate the success here of. Furthermore data from organizations such as Human Rights Watch and 
Freedom House will be included to measure the degree of political freedom in Vietnam and how 
this is influencing the development in the social, economic and environmental areas and how 
political freedom can be seen as a crucial part of ensuring sustainable development.  
 
The two reports that will be used have been introduced in the section on selection of empirical data 
and the Vietnamese government published both of them. The first one, that is the main empirical 
source for this analysis is the report “Implementation of Sustainable Development – National report 
at the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (RIO+20)” and was published in 
2012 after the Climate Meeting in Rio de Janeiro. The second report, “Sustainable Development 
Implementation in Vietnam”, was published by The Vietnam Agenda 21 Office in 2008.  
Through these reports it will be possible to see the perspective of the CPV in regards to the current 
direction of sustainable development in Vietnam, and this way compare the issues they identify 
with the conclusions made in the previous chapter. Furthermore the reasons for these different 
conclusions will be discussed.  
As earlier presented the three pillars of development are the social, environmental and economic 
areas and these are also the areas Vietnam has used when evaluating their efforts in sustainable 
development: “Vietnam has recorded remarkable achievements in economic, social and 
environmental sectors, all three pillars of sustainable development” (Ministry of Planning and 
Investment, 2012: 14). 
7.1 Political efficiency and the state’s actions 
It is from the beginning clear that the Vietnamese government in general argue that the 
development has been mainly successful and that it has brought great results in all three areas: “The 
outstanding achievements result from an aggregate of many factors which include Vietnam’s strong 
commitment and determination to attain sustainable development with the effective mobilization of 
every available domestic resource and international assistance.” (Ministry of Planning and 
Investment, 2012: 20). They emphasize how the dedication to sustainable development is strong 
and that it will be a continuous focus.  
They continue along the same lines and highlight the commitment and dedication to this purpose by 
the governing institutions and furthermore argue that their approach is holistic: “The most 
important lesson learnt in Vietnam’s process towards sustainable development is the strong 
commitment and determination of the government to the goal of sustainable development. (…) The 
approach taken is comprehensive and holistic.” (Ministry of Planning and Investment, 2012: 18). 
This goes very well along with the discussion on sustainable development, arguing that all areas are 
interconnected, and that it is not possible to improve one area without considering the others. It was 
concluded in the previous chapter that issues in regards to air pollution, water pollution, the current 
lack of sustainability in aquaculture and the use of pesticides and chemicals in agriculture are on the 
rise, and this really questions the accountability of the Vietnamese government and their report on 
the sustainable development in Vietnam.  
According to the Party several policies and initiatives have been made in order to ensure sustainable 
development. Additionally Vietnam has also signed all the international treaties on sustainable 
development and are living up to all of these (Ministry of Planning and Investment, 2012: 13).  
The Vietnamese government makes it clear that Vietnam has been through a tremendous 
development and has achieved many impressive goals but at the same time also has a long way to 
go in other regards (Ministry of Planning and Investment, 2012: 5). So the importance of 
sustainable development is clear and the party does not fail to underline this again and again. 
Sustainable development is simply a guiding objective in the policy development (Ministry of 
Planning and Investment, 2012: 13).  
 
7.2 Environmental protection 
Vietnam is one of the countries most in the world most exposed to climate change and natural 
disasters; this also indicates high consideration for sustainable development in the policies of the 
government. The Party is arguing that sustainable development is their main priority; “Sustainable 
development has thus become the CPV’s guiding principle and position and the state’s policy” 
(Ministry of Planning and Investment, 2012: 21). At the same time the quality of the environment is 
decreasing fast and the issues are multiplying. It is extremely hard for the population to know what 
initiatives are being made and how well implemented they are. This goes against the principles of 
transparency and improving the population’s awareness of sustainable development, even though it 
is claimed that “Carry out education on environment protection and sustainable development in 
schools as well as raise public awareness about these issues.” (Vietnam Agenda 21 Office, 2008: 
27). 
There is obviously a contradiction between the efforts that the state claims to be doing and what is 
actually happening on local level. Even though the Party keeps emphasizing the importance of 
education in regards to environment and acting sustainably, the people lack knowledge and 
awareness on the issues of environmental protection. The report furthermore argues that it is 
necessary to “Reform curricula, content, education and training methods.” (Vietnam Agenda 21 
Office, 2008: 27). This fits the criteria of an increased focus on developing human capital for 
achieving better sustainable development. It is still a huge issue that people are not receiving quality 
education since this is a big deprivation and limiting the freedom people have to pursuing the life 
they want.  
The population is not aware of the health dangers in regards to pesticides and pollution, and even if 
they are aware, they still have to use polluted water in the household work or the pesticides in their 
agricultural production to be able to survive. Many people are experiencing health issues that many 
believe stems from the work with pesticides and chemicals. For the Vietnamese people this means a 
deprivation of their freedoms and their capabilities to live a healthy life. Additionally there is a lack 
of transparency and information management that keep this important information from the people, 
which influences their ability to make decisions regarding their own health. This also affects 
opportunities to ensure more sustainable economic growth, since it is not sustainable with a work 
force and population with low quality health. This means an increase in health care in the future. 
This will be an increased expense and furthermore decrease effectiveness in their work.  
7.3 Human Development 
The lack of attention to the people’s health is alarming when the state keeps emphasizing that one 
of the main stakeholders and most important participants are Vietnamese people;  
“Mobilization and participation of the Vietnamese people in implementing sustainable development 
represents a characteristic feature in implementing the Vietnamese Agenda 21 and an important 
determinant for the success of the sustainable development process in Vietnam.” 
(Ministry of Planning and Investment, 2012: 14) 
The Vietnamese government is very aware of the fact that the people have a very crucial role to 
play in the attainment of sustainable development. This goes very well along with Sen’s emphasis 
on participation and an active and involved civil society. Even though the party is underlining the 
importance of participation and transparency, several surveys and reports show otherwise. Vietnam 
is one of the least free countries in the world and has next to no press freedom. The civil society is 
mainly “NGOs” that are working in collaboration with the state and following state objectives, 
which really questions if Vietnam even has a civil society, since the state per definition should not 
part of civil society. Since civil society and public debate are supposed to be main elements of 
sustainable development, this seriously challenges if sustainable development is truly possible in a 
society like Vietnam, which is so state controlled. It makes clear that some fundamental changes are 
needed in the way civil society organizations and activists are treated. The importance of Civil 
Society Organizations (CSOs) are also emphasized by the Vietnamese government: “In Vietnam, 
well-organized and experienced in operation as they are, civil society organizations require 
extensive development.” (Ministry of Planning and Investment, 2012: 14). This again puts focus on 
freedom of speech and a critical public and indicates a need for transparency and mechanisms that 
are often associated with democracy. This is at least what the role of CSOs is by definition, but this 
might not be the case in Vietnam. This indicates that the element of freedom is crucial in obtaining 
sustainable development, which is very interesting since the Vietnamese government is known to be 
extremely non tolerant towards especially political civil society and general critic. Furthermore 
internet freedom is completely lacking as well and more and more people than ever before are 
convicted of the crime of “conducting propaganda against the state”. There are several cases of 
activists being arrested also in the areas of environmental activism. This opposes the state’s 
argument concerning the importance of participation and involvement of the people. What seems to 
be the problem is that the Vietnamese state feels threatened by the possibility of giving the people 
more power, even though the current situation can turn into a critical situation in regards to the 
government maintaining their legitimacy if the economic growth keeps decreasing and the 
inequality gets more and more evident.  
7.4 Political situation 
The Party strongly believes that the development in general has been extremely positive and 
successful:  
“By integrating sustainable development objectives into the national and sectoral socio-economic 
development strategies, schemes, plans and programs, the sustainability of development or, other 
words, the close, reasonable and harmonious combination of the 3 aspects, namely economic 
development, social development and environmental protection, has been initially established and 
strongly asserted in reality.” 
(Ministry of Planning and Investment, 2012: 15) 
 This implies the belief of a very sustainable and positive development, which just needs to be 
reinforced. This goes against the conclusions that several other institutions and surveys have 
concluded in regards to Vietnam. It really raises the question of political freedom and transparency 
in regards to the political system and the decisions being made by the government. How can the 
government be trusted to include the people and be believed to tell the truth when the results of their 
evaluation is so different from what other people has concluded? Another aspect of transparency is 
exactly that the people get the right and enough information to assess the specific situation, and 
being able to base their opinion on proper and correct information. As showed earlier this is of great 
importance when trying to eliminate deprivations in any area, both because the lack of information 
and opportunity for debate is a deprivation in itself, but the information that is not being 
communicated might decrease the quality of that person’s life, for example if they are eating food 
filled with pesticides are they are not being informed of this. The Party knows that increased 
information and attention needs to be given to education in regards to sustainability “Dissemination 
of information and education to raise awareness on sustainable development” (Ministry of 
Planning and Investment, 2012: 20).   
With no transparency in information sharing it is impossible for the population to know if action is 
being taken and with the right measures. This becomes a deprivation in freedom for the people even 
though they might not be deprived in the sense of being poor. It is deprivation if decisions are being 
made that takes away their freedom to get food of proper quality, access to clean water and the 
freedom of not having health issues because of unregulated use of pesticides in agriculture. This can 
result in a clear lack of sustainability in the development process and furthermore decrease the 
quality of the lives people can live. Even though people can have access to fairly high income, it 
does not mean that they automatically have opportunity to live the life they want to and that they 
have access to fulfill all their needs. If people do not have any channels to voice their dissatisfaction 
and the government is not concerned with the actual outcome of the decided policies, this means a 
great communication gap between the people and the state. This is also extremely dangerous for the 
legitimacy of the Party since their main source of legitimacy as a developmental state is to 
continuously improve the living standards of the people and ensuring economic growth. If they are 
not aware of the results and consequences of the development policies on local scale and the 
conditions of the population, they are gambling with the political stability of the country and putting 
their own legitimacy and position at risk.   
7.5 Economic development 
As explained in the previous chapter Vietnam has lifted many people out of poverty, greatly 
improved living conditions of many and in general increased the wealth of the country; “Vietnam 
has been recognized as one among the developing countries which have made notable achievements 
in economic reform toward growth and poverty reduction.” (Ministry of Planning and Investment, 
2012: 14). This is also how most development agencies position them. It is true that poverty 
reduction has been extremely successful but on the other hand inequality and uncertainty are 
increasing. This indicates issues with the distributional process, as Sen also argues, economic 
growth in itself is not enough, it needs to be managed and be beneficial for the entire population to 
ensure sustainable development and sustainable poverty reduction. Parts of the population are 
becoming more vulnerable when it comes to falling back into poverty or being highly influenced by 
just a small decrease in the household income. There is especially a big difference from region to 
region in vulnerability. Ethnic minorities are extremely exposed to these inequalities and some 
places the conditions for these people have actually worsened, even though for the general 
population it has improved. A new occurring challenge is also poverty in urban areas, where the risk 
of falling back into poverty is increasingly high. So it seems there is a high inequality in how 
affected different groups of the population are by the increasing inequality, and this is also 
something democratic mechanisms and a bigger civil society would help ensuring.  
  
Rising inequality and distributional issues are not mentioned to any extend in any of the concerns of 
the Vietnamese government and it is definitely not something that is being addressed. There seems 
to be a misunderstanding or lack of knowledge from the state’s side in seeing what are actually 
going on and the reality that Vietnam and its citizens are facing. This again emphasizes 
transparency and freedom of speech and expression, in the sense that the Vietnamese government 
are either ignoring the things that are not going so well at this point, which would mean that 
transparency and accountability are the factors lacking, and not just in the sense that the Party is not 
communication important knowledge, but the issue of a not free press poses the challenge of the 
media not covering issues on a local level, if it is not favorable to the Party. This shows that the 
distance between the population and the government is too big and that the lack of free press and 
free opinion is becoming a big and serious issue for the country. This also means that the state is not 
acting on behalf of the population or with their best interest in mind and this also opposes the claim 
of involving the people and the emphasis on participation. This is important since one of the main 
fundaments of sustainable development is that human beings should be at the core. It should be 
their needs and interests that are placed at the core of the sustainable development strategies. The 
Party is also facing challenges in maintaining their legitimacy as a developmental state: “This 
development is occurring when the legitimacy of the VCP is coming under challenges due to 
public discontent with endemic corruption, rising inflation, environmental pollution and 
other social ills.” (Thayer, 2009: 2). Empowerment and added value to the role of civil 
society would be a main tool to deal with corruption. But the increase in influence of civil 
society will also increase the attention given to basic human rights and freedom, which 
might seem like a great threat to the Party (Thayer, 2009: 10).  
When a country becomes a MIC it can no longer rely on cheap labor as a driving force for 
economic growth, but has to start considering how to add more value to the people, the industry etc. 
Value creation is one of the most important steps for succeeding as a MIC (The World Bank, 
12.4.2013).  
 
 
7.6 Freedom of the people 
In regards to development in the social field, the reports show great improvements. As explained in 
the previous chapter Vietnam are doing great in regards to getting almost all children into primary 
school and there is a high number of people enrolled in higher education as well.  
They are facing severe issues in terms of the quality and structure of education. And this is actually 
also something the CPV seems to be aware of “Reform curricula, content, education and training 
methods.” (Vietnam Agenda 21 Office, 2008: 27). This basically argues that the entire education 
system needs to be reformed in order to properly develop human capital to ensure sustainable 
development. This of course goes very well along with the idea of the people being well-educated, 
critical, participating and discussing, which is crucial when expanding freedom and also expanded 
capabilities and choices for the individual. Furthermore if the people are well educated they add 
value to themselves and therefore also for society. The only issue is that the reformation in the 
education system is happening and it is extremely hard for the government to make the education 
system fit the increasing demands of more innovative graduates (Clark, 5.5.2014). It is one of the 
least free countries in the world and Freedom House has given a 7/7 in regards to political rights 
(where 0 = best and 7 = worst). This basically means that it could not be worse in regards to the 
situation on political freedom.  
This is in great opposition to the development of sustainability since having the people at the core 
of development and having their main needs and demands as a main focus point, this is not the case 
if they are completely deprived for political freedom and the right and possibility of expressing 
themselves. This decreases the quality of their life and also harms the public transparency it there is 
no room for public debate and discussion. This creates a major lack of trust in the government and a 
lack of accountability with the argument that the state does not act with the interest of the people 
and the environment in mind, but is primarily concerned with economic growth, that is their main 
objective as a developmental state. Their main strategy is maintaining and optimizing the economic 
growth and along with that create social changes.  
But for Vietnam to remain a MIC and become a more stable one, they need to add value, create 
value. This is best done through investing in human capital and in the people. As a developmental 
state, this increase in living standards and rapid economic growth is one of the main elements of the 
state’s legitimization in regards to the population. Being an authoritative state, there can be 
challenges in ensuring social stability and support from the population. What is starting to happen is 
first of all the decrease in economic growth. This is a normal tendency for many other developing 
countries that reaches the category of MIC.  
 
“The involvement of the entire population in the country’s sustainable development efforts is one of 
the decisive factors to Vietnam’s effort to succeed in achieving sustainable development. With a 
new approach in policy making and planning, the people, through their representative, social, 
political and mass organizations, are increasingly involved in policy planning and consulation.”  
(Ministry of Planning and Investment, 2012: 18).  
This quote cuts to the bone of sustainable development and the human development and freedom 
aspect. It is very interesting that the state is using this kind of argumentation when it is known that 
the conditions of civil society and human rights in Vietnam is very limited and that the it is hard for 
people to have a say in the policy-process considering the complete lack of democratic mechanisms 
and tools for creating debate.   
           “In regards to the organizational and management system, it is essential to set up a system 
of governance and oversight broadly involving the population and civil society organizations, 
ensuring a mechanism of power oversight and broad-based democracy. Regarding issues of vital 
importance, the entire people must be consulted by direct democratic mechanism.” 
 (Ministry of Planning and Investment, 2012: 17). 
 They are directly mentioning democracy and how democratic measures are crucial, which is very 
interesting considering that it is well-known that Vietnam is a authoritarian regime, and one of the 
least free countries in the world. Corruption is also an issue demanding attention, since this really 
questions the interests being considered in the policy-making process. As was They admit the 
importance of having oversight and broad involvement of the population, which goes hand in hand 
with the theory of freedom and public debate and discussion, but is completely opposing to the way 
they have been treating CSOs and activists trying to question behaviors and having a critical 
perspective on the policies and actions of the government. The population should be given power 
and agency to fulfill their role as a main actor in sustainable development. The Party is also arguing 
for decentralization and democratization as crucial in implementing policies (Ministry of Planning 
and Investment, 2012: 17): 
“Bringing into full play grass-root democracy, fostering consensus in society, exploring the 
combined strength of the entire nation and effectively mobilizing all resources available for 
national development are important lessons for every Vietnamese success.”         
 (Ministry of Planning and Investment, 2012: 18). 
The participation of the people and the possibility for critical discussion is a returning point in the 
argumentation of the Part. It keeps emphasizing the freedom of speech and debate and the 
importance of a well-educated people. The success of building sustainable development is highly 
reliant on the freedoms given to the people and their involvement and possibility for them to voice 
their opinion. Sustainable development should go from the local level all the way to the top and 
should be a highly collective effort of the state, the people and the civil society: “Through opinion 
exchange and consensus building, local government understands the needs and experiences of 
people, organizations, enterprises, and communities to work out sustainable development strategy 
in consistence with local context.” (Vietnam Agenda 21 Office, 2008: 41). Again the reality in 
Vietnam is at the moment not supporting the role of civil society and critical debate. It becomes 
contradictory what the government say and how they actually treat questioning and opposing 
citizens.  
7.7 Freedom in sustainable development  
Freedom is the primary and principal means of development. Freedom is not only what 
development is basically about achieving, but also what is needed to create development.  In a 
country with very little freedom it is extremely hard to truly make sustainable development happen. 
Sustainable development is highly dependent on the opportunity for people to freely speak and 
being able to express their opinions and their beliefs. Freedom and the right of expression need to 
be present. A country might experience a rapid economic growth and several indicators showing 
positive development. But if the people have no freedom, no opportunity to speak up and express 
their opinion and have a say in what is being done to them, deprivation in freedom will be a 
continuing problem. The lack of freedom is influencing the lives people lead and their opportunities 
to develop. The land might become richer but this will not necessarily show in the income of the 
individual. The missing link between people and state, and the ability to communicate opinions 
between the two can have serious effects on the sustainability in development.  
 
8	  Discussion:	  
From the conclusion in the analysis it can be argued that political freedom has a main role to play in 
the quest for ensuring sustainable development in Vietnam. But what is generally the role of 
political freedom in ensuring sustainable development all over the world? The analysis made that 
when looking at sustainable development political freedom and the inclusion of the people is really 
important, no matter what country, developing or developed. The entire foundation of sustainable 
development is the fact that human beings should be at the center. Ensuring a planet where not only 
the current generation can live and thrive but also the future generations have the chance of living 
valuable lives in a world that is still livable. Even more it is crucial that the world is being 
understood at one whole system, and that sustainable development cannot only be considered in 
developing countries, but are because of this interdependency an issue every country actively needs 
to deal with. The current development plan in Vietnam is facing serious shortages. The real solution 
is politics. The only problem is that politics were never part of the definition of sustainable 
development and some argue that is where sustainable development as actually making an impact 
and making a difference especially in regards to protecting and conserving our environment fails. 
Politics have been too controversial a subject and the fear of scaring away certain types of regimes, 
have kept this topic off the agenda. Now this is starting to become an issue for actually 
implementing sustainable development (Dale, n.d.: 2). Apart from the fact that no demands are 
made to countries in regards to how they deliver and implement these politics, and how they are 
actually being checked, the political and social barriers were not taken into account when the first 
report on sustainable development “Our Common Future” was published (ibid.). Politics have not 
yet been implemented in the framework for sustainable development. There is a contradiction or 
imbedded conflict in the nature of politics and some of the measures that might be necessary to take 
in order to achieve a more sustainable development. ‘Less’ is not a word often used in politics, 
because it has a negative ring (ibid.). Additionally in politics today it is much easier to react to 
damage that has already been done and being passionate about wishing to solve all these issues, it is 
much harder to find politicians who will go through the trouble of dealing with a possible future 
environmental issue; “The cost of taking action now will be much less than the cost of dealing with 
the consequences later.” (United Nations, 2013: Executive Summary).  
In the debate for sustainable development there is a lot of advocacy and interest in dealing with 
these issues, but way less attention giving to the area of implementation. We need innovation and 
creative thinking in order to solve the issues regarding sustainable development. But the way the 
system around sustainable development is organized is not geared for this. Sustainable development 
issues are most often extremely complicated issues. They are not easy or simple to explain or solve. 
It is much too easy to keep the population and the general public out of these debates and very hard 
for them to have a proper insight into what is actually going on and being done.  
Political development has been kept out of the development debate for much too long. The 
controversy of demanding institutional changes and the governance of countries have been a major 
hindering for proper policies and results on the area of sustainable development. If sustainable 
development is to be the main focus and a real effort is to be made to truly change the degradation 
of the environment, the political aspect of development needs to get more attention. The fear of 
excluding or scaring away authoritarian regimes because of their resistance of democracy and 
giving more power to the people. The role and importance of freedom of speech and good 
governance has been underestimated and can also be seen in the fact that there was no political 
aspect involved in the definition and main pillars of sustainable development.  
The UN just made a new report discussing the measures that needs to be taken after 2015 where the 
end of the MDG is. It is given strong emphasis that the commitment to eradicating extreme poverty 
and an increase focus on sustainable development needs to be taken. They argue that: “The 
importance to development of good governance and institutions that guarantee the rule of law, free 
speech and open and accountable government was not included, nor the need for inclusive growth 
to provide jobs.” (United Nations, 2013: Executive Summary). This shows the reflection of the UN 
that the importance of both sustainable development but also political freedom and demands in 
terms of the governance is crucial. In the evaluation of the MDGs and their focus they also argue 
that freedom from violence and conflict are basic human rights, and should be basic elements in 
order to build peaceful societies for people to live in. This should not be something extraordinary, 
this should be something everyone enjoys, so as Sen argues, these are basic rights that no one 
should be deprived off.  
One of the main elements of this new vision for developmental direction after 2015 is the 
importance of good and accountable organizations and governance for all.   
    
“We are calling for a fundamental shift – to recognise peace and good governance as core 
elements of wellbeing, not optional extras. This is a universal agenda, for all countries. Responsive 
and legitimate institutions should encourage the rule of law, property rights, freedom of speech and 
the media, open political choice, access to justice, and accountable government and public 
institutions. We need a transparency revolution, so citizens can see exactly where and how taxes, 
aid and revenues from extractive industries are spent. These are 
ends as well as means.” 
(United Nations, 2013: Executive Summary) 
 
This is exactly what has been argued in this paper and why the element of political freedom has 
been emphasized. The role and importance of freedom and transparency as not only the goal of 
development but as something that should be use as a tool and should be part of ensuring better 
development, has been underestimating for a very long time and this has meant a lack of 
performance. The environment today is decreasing fast and climate change is getter worse and 
worse. If the role of governmental accountability and the role and participation of the people in 
every country in the world is not recognized, this will have grave consequences for the future of the 
planet. It is a great first step that this report finally dares to emphasize the importance of freedom, 
politics, and room for discussion and exchange of opinions to actually ensure sustainable 
development. Now time will show if this increased attention to this area will actually manage to 
influence development initiatives in the future. As mentioned in the quote above there needs to be a 
paradigm shift in the way good governance is perceived and the importance it is given. The 
discourse of development as economic growth and only material well-being being the first priority 
of development still needs to be challenged and there is still a long way to freedom and more 
intellectual rights being recognized as just an important part of development and well being as 
economic development. This needs to happen for a more collective and impactful international 
effort in order to ensure sustainable development.     
 
 
 9 Conclusion 
Vietnam has managed to ensure development in some aspects, economic growth and higher 
attention to the environmental protection. This has in many regards been successful and the results 
can be seen today. But what has been lacking is the basic idea of sustainable development; putting 
the human beings at the center and ensuring a holistic mindset when implemented policies and 
making reforms. Vietnam still has the mentality of a developmental state and even though they 
argue for more freedom and more awareness and democracy, the results that can be seen in the 
Vietnamese society today and the state of the environment, does not reflect these promises and this 
claimed focus and guiding principle of sustainable development. Freedom is highly lacking and 
more and more activists are arrested than ever before. The inequality is on the rise and the gap 
between urban and rural areas are increasing. With all these problems surfacing, the stability of the 
political system and the ability to deal with the increasing climate change seem to be shaky. 
Vietnam is in a dangerous spot and highly vulnerable to externalities influencing their future 
development. Giving the people a voice and empowering to influence matters, could be the crucial 
element saving Vietnam from the disastrous course of action they are on.    
Vietnam has a focus that is centered around development but mainly in economic terms. For this to 
happen, they are restricting and controlling most other areas, and to stay in power they are trying to 
suppress the people. What they do not realize is that it would be much more profitable for them to 
support the freedom of the people, and opening up for more debate, since an increase in education 
and public debate would also add value to the people through intellectual increase. This would 
mean that people would be able to do more value adding jobs and in that way move Vietnam from 
an economy still quite dependent on cheap labor to a more developed economy benefitting from 
high value human resources. But this would mean that the people, not the economic growth would 
have to actually be put at the center of development and furthermore a new focus would be needed 
on restructuring and bringing about political reforms.   
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